Thus, it is high time we banish the misnomer "health system" from our vocabulary. Equating "health" with "health care" has confused us and led many to overlook what truly influences the health of Canadians; contemporary discussions around Patients First and other initiatives demonstrate the critical need for clarity in definitions. If one is talking about providers, insurance, payments, tests, treatments, hospitals and clinics, let us call it a health care system, which provides health care services; if it happens to be publicly funded, then it is a public health care system. The public health system should be referred to when discussing the work of public health agencies, especially given the historically less visible profile of public health.
Achieving optimal population health requires us to heed the Ottawa Charter 4 these 30 years later and recognize that the system that grows health (perhaps the true "health system") is really our broader societal context. Success thus lies beyond the health care system and services alone; it will depend on the broad work of public health professionals working in concert with nontraditional health actors to craft policies, programs, standards and norms that impact positively on overall social determinants of health and health equity.
